Chapter Two               SIR EDMUND GOSSE

EDMUND GOSSE ! Though, in a sense, till you
examined him, Sir Edmund Gosse was ordinary to look at, his
entry would never have passed unnoticed. His presence made
itself felt. Thus, though it is easy for the young critics of the
present day to mock at him, they would not have found it
so easy were he alive; he would have seen to that. The last
survivor of an age that has passed, he constituted the lingering,
final spark of the pre-Raphaelite comet which had flashed
through the darkness of the Victorian small hours, and it is for
this reason that I set myself to the task of trying to present a
momentary glimpse of his personality. Of his literary remains
I shall here say little, except that all who have read Father and Son
must by now be convinced that it is a truly remarkable work,
and that it soars on a sudden flight of wings high above the
level that he generally achieved. It was a book ahead of the
time, to the same degree that its author was sometimes behind
it. (Shaw, indeed, proclaimed that it entitled its writer to
burial in the Abbey,1) But his poetry is of a kind that does not
appeal to me, and I detest conventional literary criticism.
Nevertheless, for it has been so much disparaged, I must
briefly enter various pleas on his behalf in this respect.
1 In a letter to Dr. Philip Gosse, Sir Edmund's only son, dated 18th January
1929, a few months after Gosse's death, Shaw tells him that when he last saw Sir
Edmund, at Thomas Hardy's funeral, he had said to him of Father and Son, " It is
one of the immortal pages of English literature," to which Gosse had replied,
" Oh, my dear Shaw, you are the only one who ever encourages me." Shaw ends
his letter," In my opinion he, too, should have been buried in the Abbey; for the
little room that is left there should not be reserved for Best Sellers whose work has
been fully recognised and rewarded during their lifetime, but allotted for preference
to those workers who have loved literature for its own sake and done the things for
it that only scholars appreciate, leaving big-drum celebrity for people like myself,
for whom literature is only a means of self-expression " (The Life and Letters of Sir
Edmnd Gosse, by The Hon. Evan Charteris, K,C. (London, William Heinemann,
Ltd,, 1931)).
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